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I sucked in A deep breath as my eyes opened and took in the ceiling of my bunk on Tartarus. My nights had been consumed by the same nightmare since waking in the hospital, back on Earth. Except, the dreams evolved to what I had come to realize was a memory, my last of the many lost from the past six years of my life. Each night, I received more details. Sometimes the details were huge. Sometimes they were small. The scene plays clearer each time, overwhelming me with the terrifying truths of what happened. I still remembered everything else through Swiss cheese, but I could piece things together without much effort. A small relief, but a large comfort. 

At least my progress could be measured by the length of time it takes me to calm down. Already my heartbeat returned to a normal pace, and my breaths evened. I’m no longer afraid to fall asleep.

One week passed since Alexander exposed himself as an Aagrarian. One week since I failed to save the ones I loved. I failed to save my dad. I failed to stop Alexander. One week since waking up on Tartarus as a prisoner rather than soldier.

My punishment was being kept at a distance, locked in a room, held under suspicion, alone, while Noah, my mom, and Justin struggled to live. At least that was my assumption. Since waking up on Tartarus, I was kept from my family and wasn’t privileged to information on their condition. Just saddened looks of pity. 

Yet, I couldn’t deny the fact that stared me in the face, daring me to acknowledge it. In my effort to save them, I sealed their deaths. 

I failed ...

Not only that, but I knew I was under surveillance. My every move watched and scrutinized, waiting for the one that would give them an excuse to deport me. I could almost feel their eyes on me, begging me with their silent thoughts to step out of line. Admiral Vassarious hadn’t been as forthcoming as I hoped. Instead of taking me in and debriefing me, per protocol, he saw me as a potential threat. An advocate to Alexander, traitor to my country, world, and the Aurora Vanguard. Temporary suspension would’ve been a lot easier to deal with. That would’ve been a smack on the hand compared to this evident banishment. 

Traitor ... Killer ...

How I managed to keep my head as long as I had, I couldn’t say. Nor was I sure how much more I could take. Something had to give soon. I needed something to keep my hope alive. Hell, I needed a reason to believe there was anything to hope for.

A chirp sounded from the speaker at my door, followed by a voice belonging to a soldier on the other side. Some poor sap sent to do Vassarious’ bidding. 

“Ehlers, report.”

“Awake and well,” I replied in a flat tone then stood from the bed. Leaning against the wall, I limped to the thick white line that marked my required position whenever I was greeted by Tartarus personnel. The tips of my thermal sock covered toes touched the edge of the line with my legs spread shoulder-width apart and my hands placed behind my back with the palms facing out.

Mere seconds passed before the soldier commanded, “Take position.”

“Duh.” I rolled my eyes.

“Repeat.”

“Done.” Despite the gloom in the situation I faced, I found humor in having tripped the old speaker system in the space station. My lips pulled to a grin then slacked as the door slid open.

My sight bypassed the soldier at the speaker and went straight to the redhead that stood just behind him in a pressed, navy blue and black officer’s uniform. The soldier stood to the side, at attention, letting her pass through the door. Her jacket draped down the back of her legs. Her shiny silver buckle matched the jacket buttons that climbed her torso in a diagonal to her right shoulder. She was tall for human standards. Then again, she wasn’t human. She was Nepherium and someone I really didn’t want to see. Having avoided an encounter with her up to this point was considered a mercy. One no longer given. 

“Greetings, Sergeant. It’s been a while.” Her ruby painted lips pulled over her pearlescent teeth. Bright jade eyes with silver and gold specs glistened as they took me in, as if enjoying my reaction to her visit. 

“Captain Morrigan,” I muttered in greeting. Our last meeting didn’t end well, and I feared a similar outcome this time. All sense of militant formalities had escaped my better sense of judgment. I snapped to attention and brought my fist to my chest. The patch on the side of my leg pulled with a sharp tug.

“Don’t worry, you can remain at ease.” She stepped to my desk and pulled out the chair then took a seat and gestured toward my bed, the only other spot available to sit at.

Moving with care, and not wanting to give Morrigan a glimpse of weakness, I tried not to limp but failed. Resigned to what can’t be changed, I lowered myself onto the mattress and met the captain’s blank gaze. After a few moments of less than comfortable silence, I said, “Permission to speak at will?”

“Of course.” 

“What the hell are you doing here?”

“Right. Well, I suppose you would remember that part of your life, wouldn’t you? Convenient, don’t you think? Out of the six years of your supposed missing memories, you remember me.” 

“No. It’s quite unfair and maddening. What do you want? To interrogate me? Please do. This is the same song and dance I’ve been forced into every day since arriving. You won’t get anything new because I don’t remember anything new. But please, knock yourself out.”

“Your transparency with me will grant you more freedoms. Seeing your com—Captain Ehlers, for one.”

“Compar. He’s my compar. Just say the damn word. It won’t choke you as much as you’d think.”

“My clan refuses to honor your union. Nevertheless, it’s imperative that you remain transparent—”

“I have remained transparent!” The sting of the Council’s distrust burned me. Although, I suppose if the situation was reversed ...

She shrugged and reached into her jacket pocket, pulling out a small black orb and holding it out where I could see. The face held a dial with a line of lights surrounding it. I recognized the contraption, having been threatened with it since my arrival. An apologetic smile graced her features until she shifted her gaze to mine and said, “Despite our history, I am on your side. Protocol dictates my actions.”

“You have a detector in your hands, and you want me to believe you’re on my side? To hell with protocol.”

“This will either buy you the information you’ve been seeking, or it will give you a one-way ticket off of Tartarus. This will link to your PIC. It will also monitor your pulse and alert me to any distress. So do yourself a favor and be very honest. May I begin?” 

She held still while I assessed her energy. She knew what I was doing and didn’t seem to hold anything back. Including the hostility she felt toward me. 

My side, my ass.

I almost said a few things that would grant me that one-way ticket until I noticed that underneath the hostility was truth and calmness. After musing over that, I realized I had to do what she said to get what I wanted. 

Damn the Council!

With a sigh, I allowed her to activate the contraption that would link to the barcode on my wrist that holds all of my personal information, including bank accounts and keys. It also keeps an encrypted record of my whereabouts, as well as any files from my past. Just a short time ago, I remembered that last part by overhearing a conversation on my way back to my room from another interrogation with the Council. All it took was hearing a Galactic Promotions Specialist explain what a Personal Identification Code was to a visiting prospective cadet for that memory to unlock and fall into place. PICs differ from the barcodes assigned to civilians. How that was remained locked away. I couldn’t imagine there being that much of a difference. Too bad my memories couldn’t be stored there, too.

As the ball touched my palm, a shocking jolt shot up my arm. Electricity hummed through my hand and wrist, vibrating a continuous, soft buzz. I almost found it pleasant, relaxing. Beeps and flashing red and green lights signified its successful link. 

“Okay, the machine is ready. Are you?” Captain Morrigan asked. 

I nodded. 

“Let’s start with the basics. State your name, rank, and company.”

“Elsabetha LeAnne Ehlers, Sergeant of the Aurora Vanguard, Avalon Division.”

Three beeps, each one sounding higher than the last, came from the detector. The lights pulsed green. Captain Morrigan pulled out a notebook and pen from the pocket of her straight-legged slacks then jotted down a note. 

“What happened to you on October nine, twenty-four fifty-two?”

“I was en route to Tartarus to deliver classified information to Admiral Vassarious when the transporter went down.”

Three beeps. More notes.

“What happened to the transporter?”

I shook my head. “I don’t know.”

Two short buzzes. The pulsing green lights dropped to solid red. A stern look from the captain.

“What I mean is, I don’t remember. I can’t figure it out. The one thing I know for certain is I was alone when it hit ground.”

Three beeps, green pulsing lights, with more notes. The captain appeared satisfied by something in my response. 

“Then what happened?” I started to open my mouth when the captain added, “Keep in mind the detector is remote-recording your responses. The Council is listening.”

I looked hard at her composure. Is she thinking I’m going to tell her something I wouldn’t tell the Council? Is it a warning for something? Why point that out now?

“I woke up in a hospital room about five days later with no memory of the accident and unable to remember a large part of the last six years of my life. The following afternoon, I was released to go home.”

Buzz, buzz. 

“What the hell is wrong with this thing? I told the truth!”

“The location you claim to have awoken in was not a hospital. It was an infirmary ... of sorts.”

“What do you mean? How do you know more than I do? What’s going on, Captain?”

Rapid, tapping beats came from the detector.

Captain Morrigan’s eyes went to the contraption in my hand. “Calm yourself, Sergeant.”

I sighed, leaning against the side wall of my bunk, and crossed my free arm over my torso. What I wouldn’t give to wake from this nightmare.

“Why are you blocking me?” the captain asked with a short clip in her tone. 

I turned my attention to her. “I’m—I’m not blocking you.”

Buzz, buzz.

I looked at the detector with confusion pinching my brow.

“You are in a very delicate situation. If I were you, I’d watch what I said.” She shifted her eyes to the detector and back to mine, lifting her brows in emphasis. “Why are you blocking me?”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

Buzz, buzz.

I stared at the contraption, entertaining the thought of tossing the damned thing across the room, then turned my attention to the captain. “I mean, I’m not aware of blocking anything.”

“You’re blocking my attempt to read your mind. Why?”

“I don’t know. I didn’t feel you trying. I never block until then.”

The detector responded with beeps and green flashing lights. I sighed. While the captain wrote more notes, I stared at the black orb. So many questions filled my mind, whispering in continuous succession. The click of a pen and the captain’s shift in movement drew my attention back to her. She stood from the chair and walked to me. 

“I don’t get it,” I said, making her stop mid-step. Her questioning look urged me to continue. “What is going on? Why am I being interrogated so much? I have a feeling this won’t be the last time. I haven’t lied, despite what this thing”–I lifted my hand with the detector—“thinks. I’ve remained compliant. I’m not a criminal. What. Is. Going. On. Captain? What charges have been brought against me to warrant this treatment?” My words must have been too much for the detector to bear, because it was silent. The pulsing green lights continued.

She broke her gaze from me then heaved a sigh. It took her several moments of thinking to herself before she said, “I’m not at liberty to say.” She turned and sat back in her chair then crossed her legs and leaned forward over her knee. After a short pause, she inhaled a long breath, sighing out her next words. “You remember who I am?”

“Yes.”

Beep ... beep ... beep.

“Who am I?”

“You are Captain Natasha Morrigan, Nepherium, and head of the Atlantis Division of the Aurora Vanguard.”
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